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new curriculum. Sequential skills was a list of
grammatical and mechanical skills which had
to be introduced, reinforced, and mastered by
grade level. I was part of the dance company
and wanted to keep the lead role, so I learned
the new steps and added my own style by ineluding some individualized instruction based
on Daniel Fader's Hooked on Books. I was
pleased that more students were participating
and seemed to be enjoying their learning.
But the rhythms changed again. The
English Department started to grumble about
the absurdity of all students mastering
grammar and mechanical skills in all classes.
( It took a great deal of imagination to create a
situation in speech classes where students
could master verbals.) Our district's answer
was Madeline Hunter and EEEI training
(Essential Elements of Effective Instruction).
Thus began my easiest years of teaching.
The dance was expertly choreographed, and
all I had to do was follow the steps. I knew
exactly what and how to teach. I became a
very effective deliverer of knowledge, and my
students very effectively spit it back to me.
But once the dance was memorized, it lost its
spontaneity, I wanted to add new steps and
new movement. I began to question just
exactly what I was teaching my students.
When I reflect, I realize that's when change
stopped happening to me. That was the
beginning of the time I actually sought to
change my practices and to question the
district curriculum. We made some minor
changes in course content and tried to "get
back to the basics." I did some reading on
portfolios and alternate assessments but was
still searching for answers when outright war
broke out in our department.

Change is a complex dance which involves
the synergy among the dancer, the audience
and the frequently changing rhythms. As I
began the teaching dance, I was concerned
with keeping the traditional beat with the
roles of both teacher and students clearly
defined. After a series of twists and turns, I
found myself dancing to popular tunes
dependent on student interests. Soon I
wanted to move to modern, interpretive dance,
where each student selected his own rhythms
and became his own choreographer.
Change occurs slowly. Sometimes it is a
process that happens to us and sometimes it
is a conscientious effort to change, but change
does occur. For my first years of teaching,
change happened to me. I began teaching in a
tracked, graded system with a specific, traditional curriculum of genre, grammar, vocabulary and writing skills that students had to
master. The first twist in my dance of change
was moving to semester classes designed to
relate to students' interests. Course offerings
such as Outdoor Literature; Science Fiction,
Mystery and Horror; and Fantasy and
Communication would appeal to students and
increase student participation.
It was expected that even though students
weren't reading the "traditional texts," they
would be reading and writing - Writing what
and how and when I assigned them to write. I
was getting very good at circling all the errors
on my students' papers and designing wonderful grammar exercises and great vocabulary tests. But, I was the only one dancing. If I
wanted my students fully engaged in learning,
it was time to make some changes. A new
rhythm was imposed when the district decided that sequential skills would become our
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A new director of secondary curriculum had
been hired and our English curriculum was to
be detracked. We were to start moving
towards whole language. None of us knew
what whole language was, but the idea of
detracking split our department into two very
entrenched camps. Thus began a flurry of
reading the literature to find support for our
opposing positions. My research led me to
Lucy Calkins, Nancie Atwell, and Harvey
Daniels' Walloon Institute to find out more
about whole language, the writing process,
cooperative learning, and reading and writing
)f
workshops. I was impressed; I was excited; I
:I wanted to make changes in my practice.
It was difficult to do. I am not Lucy Calkins
or Nancie Atwell. It was hard to change my old
habits, but I wanted to change. I knew there
was something better for my students. I
j
became active in learning about our district's
curriculum and volunteered to be on the
J
:,
English curriculum committee. I didn't know
much, but I was willing to try. The old saying,
"the first step's always the hardest step to
take" is very true, and so began my peculiar
"two-step-forward, one-step-back" journey to
whole language. The dance was
unchoreographed, the rhythm uncertain, but I
wanted to dance.
The first step to whole language was
piloting our new trackless, year-long,
integrated sophomore course. There was
much emphasis on the steps of the writing
process. I worked on peer editing, revision,
and cooperative learning but felt largely
unsuccessful. The students didn't want to
revise their writing, and I didn't know how to
get them to "own" their writing. I see now that
I was too tied to that curriculum, and the
writing assignments were still my agenda and
not my students'. But there was one small
success which was my resurrection of the
individualized projects with my limited version
of reading/writing workshop. My
requirements were they had to choose a topic,
do the research, read literature of merit, and
do a project that presented what they learned
to the class in an oral presentation.
Some of the students did the traditional
term paper, but others did author research or
wrote short stories imitating the style of the ·
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL

author they had researched. Mark researched
Pontius Pilate historically and through
religious texts and wrote an original drama of
Pontius Pilate's decision to wash his hands of
Christ's death. Tina made a board game for
Huckleberry Finn with many adventures
down the Mississippi River for each of the
players. Melissa had visited a Navajo reservation and had written a traditional research
paper, but her oral presentation included
artifacts she had collected with an explanation
of how each was representative of the Navajo
culture. In the year-end evaluations of the
course, this single assignment received the
most press with most students saying they
had learned a lot from the presentation and
had actually had fun in an English class. Fun
in an English class? High school students admitting they had fun in an English class? This
gave me the confidence to include more reading and writing workshops in all my classes
In the thrill of the dance, I forgot some of
the steps and stumbled when the rhythm
changed again. "Whole language" texts along
with teacher resource kits were purchased.
The kits included suggestions and plans for
minilessons, activities, projects, rubrics for
peer and self-assessment, and worksheets
and transparencies enough to inspire awe. My
sense of responsibility or simply my pragmatic
nature made me duty-bound to use the
expensive text. After all, new books in our
district were an event to be celebrated and
some of the projects and worksheets were
helpful, especially for teachers reluctant to
teach heterogeneous classes.
That year I spent getting used to the text,
working more on the writing process,
struggling with peer editing, fulfilling the
requirements of the curriculum which
included writing a research paper, reading
Huckleberry Finn and A Raisin in the Sun.
There simply wasn't much time or energy to fit
in reading and writing workshops. I took a
giant step backward Because I felt so
obligated to the textbook, my version of the
reading and writing workshops was to divide
the class into groups 'with each group "doing"
one of the thematic units we hadn't "covered."
Each student in a group had to read three
selections from the unit, do two vocabulary
29
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a reading and writing workshop and still cover
the course requirements. I became a proud,
but neurotic stage mother. The dance was
starting to come together. I became a part of
our district's frameworks committee and
MEI.AF (Michigan's English Language Arts
Frameworks) and through that work became
more familiar with teaching philosophies. I
became intrigued with Howard Gardener's
Multiple Intelligences. I was ready to take the
next step.
Our district moved to the eight block
schedule. This schedule was designed to have
four of the eight classes meeting two days a
week with all classes meeting on Friday. Not
seeing my students every day forced me to
become more organized as I moved into my
fourth year of adapting to follow the whole
language philosophy. I organized my
sophomore classes into units. The curriculum
requirements were genre study and literature,
mode study and writing, the reading of a novel
and Julius Caesar. I used nonfiction as my
first unit of study and was able to introduce
the elements of several genre. We read
selections together, wrote and shared personal
responses as recommended in Robert Probst's
works, and moved into a directed reading and
writing workshop where each student was
reading an informational text and choosing
his own mode of response to the text. Each
student was required to make an oral
presentation which included a visual aid. The
authenticity of this work was immediately
apparent to students when other classes came
to view their work, ask questions and get
ideas for their senior projects. My sophomores
felt quite proud and so did I, we were all confidently defining and accepting our new roles.
The second unit was organized as a
thematic unit, and an across-age
collaboration with a fifth/ sixth grade split was
planned. With the consequences of intolerance
as a theme, we read Lois Lowry's Number the
Stars, Harper Lee's To Kill a Mockingbird,
and various short stories, poems and essays.
Students chose to do a project or take a
traditional test over the work. I was surprise_d
by the number of students who chose to take
the test; perhaps I had underestimated the
comfort of the familiar.

assignments from the text and do one of the
writing workshops included in their unit.
Then the groups had to get together and
"teach" the rest of the class their unit. I was
dissatisfied with the results, and several of the
students I had as sophomores were quick to
point out in their junior year-end evaluations
that last year's classes were more fun and
that they had learned more and asked why I
hadn't done that again. I resolved to try the
reading and writing workshops again.
I read Harvey Daniels' A Community of
Writers, got out In the Middle, dusted off my
notes and hand-outs from Walloon and got
ready to try my third year of whole language. I
had a new textbook, the senior project and
Macbeth "to cover." Senior English was world
literature organized chronologically. We read
Beowulf and The Iliad, Robin Hood and The
Green Knight. I again "allowed" the students
to choose other pieces from the text. I was a
little more adventuresome when it came to
The Canterbury Tales and assigned groups
different tales to read and present to the
class. We worked on process writing and
continued to work on peer and selfassessment. We covered the text and the
important chronological periods in whole
group and used the reading and writing
workshop to facilitate the senior project. On
Monday, Wednesday and Friday we worked in
whole group to cover the remainder of the
text, and on Tuesday and Thursday students
worked individually in reading and writing
workshop. What a mess! It wasn't surprising
to note how many high school students
couldn't remember what day of the week it
was. The students didn't know their roles in
the dance and I was still learning mine.
It wasn't all bad. I had time to conference
with students during reading and writing
workshop time. The students' senior projects
were great; the year-end reviews were once
more positive, and Phil, who had been in my
class all three years said, 'That's better, but
maybe we could have reading and writing
workshop all week and work on our own
projects all the time."
Yes, maybe we could. Maybe I was ready to
let my students choreograph their own
dances, but I didn't know how I could manage
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL
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The third unit began second semester; I had
an excellent student teacher and was able to
reflect on what was happening in my
classroom. Together we taught Julius Caesar,
conducted mini lessons on writing modes and
strategies and even managed to cover some
mechanical issues which the students were
dealing with in their writing. With two of us
conferencing the students we saw dramatic
improvement in student writing. We decided
that the fourth unit would be a directed
reading and writing workshop. I felt both my
students and myself were ready to take that
step. My requirements were to read five
poems, three essays, five short stories and two
novels during the nine weeks. (Adjustments
were made and exchanges made for each
student who felt these requirements couldn't
be managed. For example, a student could
read one novel and ten short stories.)
In order to get credit for the reading, each
student had to write a personal response to
each piece read. The writing requirements
were one essay, one short story, one
researched essay, one oral presentation and
one assignment of choice. I conducted
activities to help students select their reading.
We reviewed research skills and parenthetical
documentation during mini lessons. Talk time
and peer conferencing time was provided. I
used the_time for personal conferences.
Everyone knew his steps in the complex dance
and knew how each part fit together. I was
really talking about literature and writing, not
with just a few special students but the
majority. Students and teacher were happily
engaged.
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Change occurs slowly in our teaching, and
we, as teachers, are more ready for those
changes at different times in our careers.
Teaching is a dance full of doubts, detours
and questions, and the uncertainty of what
will happen at the next turn. It's difficult to
risk leaving the comfortable and familiar
paths we have tread so long. I am sure I will
continue to evolve, continue to revise and
reflect, and, yes, make mistakes as a teacher.
My reading and writing workshop was an
absolute nightmare to manage, and I still lack
enough confidence to run my class entirely as
a reading and writing workshop, but it has
been necessary for me to take these steps,
forward, backwards and sideways. I know that
as a teacher I am a part of my experiences,
struggles and successes. I will continue my
peculiar teacher's dance and invite others to
join the excitement of the performance.
Karen Mulvihill is a twenty-jive year high
school language arts teacher who is active in
the Monroe Community School District's
curriculum committee and a member of the
MEI.AF demonstration team.
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